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Introduction:  
Fear of Strangers in Our Minds 
 
Magdalena Hodalska, Catalin Ghita and Izabela Dixon 
 
As pointed out by the French historian Jean Delumeau and recalled by Alina 
Cherata in the first chapter of this volume, for centuries people have harboured 
fears of alterity and the unknown: 
 
People with dogs’ heads who oinked and barked; headless men, 
with eyes on their bellies; people who sheltered themselves from 
the sun by lying on their backs and raising their only leg to shade 
their faces – these are depictions of Indians that circulated in 
Western Europe in the Middle Ages. It was a fantasy world 
created to induce fear, as sailors from various countries tried to 
impress and discourage their competitors by spreading terrifying 
tales about their journeys to remote places.1 
 
To audiences susceptible to fear such accounts were disquieting despite the fact 
that the seemingly terrifying Others lived too far away to be of any threat. It is 
evident, however, that these images captured people’s imagination. This may be 
because far too often Strangers, Foreigners, Outlanders, Migrants or Invaders have 
wreaked havoc in people’s territories and minds. And the general feeling today is 
that they continue to do so. 
At first glance, there is virtually no resemblance ‘between the fear-ridden, 
bigoted world of mediaeval Europe, built mostly around local communities, and 
today’s open society, in which intercultural communication and the ideal of 
transcending spatial and mental borders are centre-stage.’2 However, we may be 
experiencing a revival of old phobias and the onset of new fears not only rooted in 
imaginary phenomena, but also stimulated by actual events. 
Strangers on Our Doorstep and Strangers in Our House: Inter-Disciplinary 
Approaches to Fears and Anxieties is one of the outcomes of a broadly-
encompassing project initiated by Magdalena Hodalska and Catalin Ghita with the 
support of Inter-Disciplinary.Net. This dialogic and inter-disciplinary volume seeks 
to explore fears and anxieties not only with scientific detachment, but also with 
empathy. 
When on the 29th of July 2014 we met at Mansfield College, Oxford, Great 
Britain, to discuss Fears and Anxieties in the 21st Century: The European Context 
at the first edition of this Global Conference, the conference coincided with several 
events and their aftermaths. It was shortly after a Malaysian Airlines passenger 
plane was shot down over Ukraine, as well as the time of the military occupation of 
Crimea, during which many Ukrainians sought refuge in the European Union as 
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numerous EU politicians blamed East-European immigrants for the problems 
certain member States were facing. 
As will become apparent, contemporary fears and anxieties take on different 
hues and guises. They may be clothed in green military jackets or in the rags of 
those who dared to cross the borders of their countries in an attempt to escape to a 
better world. These fears, and many others, are recorded on the pages of this 
volume. 
The thematic principle around which the chapters of this volume revolve may 
be expressed by the ancient binomial extra muros/intra muros. In other words, the 
authors have focused on the fears aroused by events beyond the confines of one’s 
House, be that taken literally or metaphorically, as well as within its confines. But 
let us now get to the point. 
The first part of the book, Fear of Foreigners and Neighbours, examines the 
various fears and anxieties of people living in both the Western and the 
Central/Eastern part of the continent of Europe, namely in the European Union and 
in the Post-Soviet Bloc. 
Stefania Alina Cherata’s analysis of the fear of alterity in contemporary 
Europe, is illustrated by the phenomenon of migration within the EU, with 
immigrants portrayed by local politicians and the media as ‘the evil enemy’ and a 
threat to the security and social well-being of local residents. Cherata discusses the 
rise of nationalism and anti-immigrant sentiment in certain areas of Europe and 
argues that the century-old fear of alterity may still be at the core of the 
contemporary European mentality, regardless of the declared adherence to a 
common European identity and the professed openness and sensitivity towards 
other cultures, which remain the key values promoted by European institutions in 
the context of a globalized world.  
Yet perhaps the reality is somewhat different, not only in the West, but also in 
the East. The problems which are illustrated by Agnieszka Konopelko and 
Katarzyna Czerewacz-Filipowicz in their studies of political tensions and 
economic strains in the Post-Soviet Area, with the former analysing the case of 
Transnistria, and the latter exploring the Fears of Neighbours nurtured by the 
citizens of countries founded after the collapse of the Soviet regime, are 
exacerbated by old enmities, while at the same time alleviated according to 
economic needs necessitating certain levels of cooperation. 
Fear of Foreigners and Neighbours is in fact the Fear Strangers on Our 
Doorstep. Fear may also be cultivated in literature and poetry, as is illustrated by 
Catalin Ghita in his in-depth study of patriotic poems. Narratives are a mirror 
reflecting contemporary anxieties. Narratives about the Haunted House allow Clara 
Pallejá-López to introduce the concept of gender-conditioned construction of 
meaning. Her study opens the second part of the book, which discusses Fears of 
Strangers in Our House. Strangers found intra muros can be more threatening to 
what is perceived as ‘our’ spirit than those coming from the outside. And this is 
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crucial for the studies presented in this section. Writing about fictional Haunted 
Houses, Pallejá-López shows convincingly how fear responses can be transmitted 
from one generation to another and, moreover, how these can be conditioned by 
gender. 
Tensions between men and women living in the same House are discussed in 
detail by Izabela Dixon and Magdalena Hodalska. The two authors examine the 
communication of Emotional Strangers occupying the same physical space, who 
were once in love, but now are perhaps tied only by common financial 
commitments or a child, and who exhibit a considerable degree of mutual 
antipathy. Providing factual accounts of authentic situations, the chapter 
‘Commitment to Self’ gives an insight into a Real-Life Haunted House of the 21st 
Century, where men and women live as total strangers. 
Emotions revolving around relationships and family members may influence a 
significant number of fears and anxieties, a fact which is illustrated by a cross-
cultural study focusing on both Indonesia and Germany. Shally Novita and Evelin 
Witruk show how anxiety related to dyslexia is conditioned by culture and family 
and that this contributes significantly to the level of stress experienced in life. In 
the final pages of the book, Sukran Karatas gives scientific, physical and 
metaphysical explanations of Fears and Anxieties in relation to spiritual life and 
well-being. 
The main theme of the book – humanity’s constant fears and anxieties – is so 
complex and multifaceted that it requires several minds to identify it effectively 
and subsequently to place it in a relevant context. The task of the editors has, 
therefore, been to ensure the structural polyphony of the chapters and at the same 
time preserve the specificity of the various auctorial voices. Unitas in pluralitate 
would seem to be the working motto of this ambitious collection of essays, which 
unites disciplines, such as history, psychology, political science, linguistics, 
literature and theology. 
The layperson might justifiably ask him or herself: why should one devote so 
much space and energy to a topic that even children understand in un unmediated 
manner? Let us answer this in an oblique fashion by calling the reader’s attention 
to a significant literary context. In one of his numerous letters to Milena Jesenská, 
Franz Kafka emphasized that fear lay at the core of his being: ‘Indeed, it is my 
substance and probably the best part of me.’3  
Whereas none of the authors of the present book’s chapters would venture to 
claim a level of sensitivity comparable to that of Kafka, they can all safely assert, 
together with the editors, that fear is one of the most pervasive social emotions, 
which, alongside anxiety and phobias, helps to configure the collective imagery of 
today’s convoluted world. In the absence of fear, life would be inconceivable, for 
fear may bring out courage, dignity and responsibility. It is only in the face of fear 
and danger that one can define the measure of one’s true being. 
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1 Stefania Alina Cherata, ‘Invasions and Tidal Waves: Fictionalizing EU 
Migration’, in this volume. 
2 Ibid. 
3 Franz Kafka, Letters to Milena, trans. Philip Boehm (New York: Schocken 
Books, 1990). 
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